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MARIONETTS 
PROLOGUE 


Inside a small room, there was a table. The room was dark and cold, some presence still faintly able to be 


sensed inside it. 
"Well, hello. | can't remember the last time | had visitors." 


Someone was sitting at the table; not just the speaker, but three other people, too. The faces of the people 


couldn't be seen, but one could almost feel the speaker grinning. 


"Are you here to hear a story? | can tell you one. A very interesting one, too. It's odd.. It all started with a 
suitcase and a note inside it." 


There was the sound of someone sipping, as if enjoying a spot of tea 


| can feel your confusion. You want to know who | am, don't you? Well.. as long as you listen to my tale.. you'll 


find out" 

The porcelain of the cup made a slight sound as it was put back onto the table. 
"Lets begin, shall we?" 

CHAPTER ONE: THE SUITCASE 


It was a rainy Saturday morning. The Clash were standing around an extremely boring flea market. Joe sighed 


"Why the hell are we here again?" 

| dunno, flea markets can be interesting sometimes," Mick answered, as he looked through a stack of old 
records. Topper seemed bored, too, but he was inspecting a very odd-looking lamp. Paul was looking for a new 
suitcase, as his old one had fallen apart. Joe wasn't looking for anything; instead, he was standing awkwardly 
around, making elderly women complain that he was getting in their way. 

As he tried to step out of their way, Joe stumbled, and his gaze fell on a shabby brown suitcase. 

"scuse me, how much for that suitcase?" he asked the salesman. 

The salesman shrugged. "It's an old one from the forties. Lets say five pence?" 

"Sounds good." Joe handed over the cash, went to find Paul and said, "Here's your suitcase, now let's leave 
okay?" 

“All right, let's look for the others." 


After they found Mick, who was carrying a bag full of vinyl, and Topper, who had bought the strange lamp, 
they left the flea market. On the bus, Paul noticed something. 


‘Guys, there's something inside!” He opened the suitcase and found, to everyone's surprise, a marionette, three 
books (Alice in Wonderland, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and Pinocchio) and a note that read, "To whoever finds this 
suitcase: Please immediately return to owner. I'd be extremely thankful." There was also an address. 


‘Isn't this nearby?" Topper asked. 


"Why don't we go there?" Mick asked in reply. 


Joe answered, "This evening, all right? We have still an awful lot of recording to do." 

When evening arrived, they went to the address on the scrap of paper Paul had found in the suitcase. It was a 
theatre; huge, old and abandoned-looking. Nonetheless, Joe knocked, and to their surprise, a figure opened the 
door - a man, at least in his forties, with a unsettling weird grin. "Ah, visitors - why, hello! What leads you 


young lads to me?" 
"We found your suitcase!" Topper answered. 


The man looked at the suitcase Paul was clutching and smiled. "Ah, yes.. this suitcase was taken from me when 
| was seventeen, the first time | travelled by aeroplane. Some idiot mistook it for his and never returned it. 
Good thing | always kept my note in there, just in case someone found it. Well, can | invite you to a cup of 
tea?" 


"No, it's okay. You ain't got to, thanks," Joe said. 
The old man said, "Why, | insist. | have no other form of reward. | would even show you around the theatre." 


Everyone seemed a bit unsure, but the old guy looked harmless enough to be trusted. "My name, by the way, 
is Jack Crane. Or, as my audience called me, ‘The Great Fusili, master of the puppets’ And yours?" he asked. 


Joe introduced himself and his friends while Jack boiled the kettle for everyone. "I hope it's good. | haven't had 
visitors for some time, not since | was about twenty. My beloved girlfriend.. right before she died." 


"lm sorry for your loss," Paul said sincerely. 


Jack smiled flatly back at him; it didn't seem like he was quite ready to move on. "She was murdered. It was 


the curse that got her." 
"What curse?" Mick asked. 


| don't want to talk about it right now. So, as promised, I'll show you around" Jack stood and they followed him. 
"This is the entrance. You've already seen it, with it wonderful chandelier and the red carpet. Upstairs is my 


bedroom." 


"What's the door next to your room?" Joe asked "So you want to know whats behind that door? Don't kid 
yourself, Joe. You don't want to know what's behind that door." 


Moving on, he showed them the stage. "This theatre used to be a marionette theatre. One of the best, too. But 
as the cinema gained fame, the art of the puppets got lost. My poor parents then died, God rest their souls. 
Died in an accident when | was about sixteen. But thanks to a new play called "The Crooked Man," the theatre 


regained its acclaim." 


"What was this play about?" Topper asked, curious. 


Jack's voice grew abruptly cold as he answered. "Well.. while the play ran, people disappeared. Some said it was 
the ghost of my father, kidnapping people and turning their souls into marionettes. The play was exactly about 
this occurrence. A person who died which soul never found peace returned to seek vengeance because it 

envied the living. | modelled a marionette after every person who disappeared. | used a special plastic, to make 


them look realistic. It was a huge success." 
"All right.. thanks for showing us everything!" Mick said. 
"No, | should be thanking you for bringing me my suitcase! Goodbye!" 


Joe, Mick, Paul and Topper left. As they left the theatre, though, Joe couldn't help looking back. He had a 
strange feeling about the place.. 


CHAPTER TWO: FOLLOWED 
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CHAPTER TWO: FOLLOWED 


In the studio that afternoon, Joe couldn't concentrate on rhythm guitar; his mind was constantly wandering off 
to Jack and the theatre. The closed door.. what was behind it? He needed to find it out. The one comment from 
Jack was echoing in his head, "Don't kid yourself, Joe. You don't want to know what's behind that door.” 

"Of course | want to know.." he growled to himself. 

After the recording session, everyone went home. Joe had, after long over thinking and struggling against his 
curiosity, grabbed a torch and a camera going to the old theatre. No one was inside the building but, strangely, 
the door was open. "Works for me" Joe thought and entered the building. A momentary flash of doubt came 
over him - what was he doing? - but he shook his head and turned on the torch. 

The beam wasn't strong enough to light up the whole room, so the corners were dark and the atmosphere 
was weird. It felt like at any moment, something could come out of the shadows. A marionette was sitting on 
the stairway, looking at him with big painted eyes. For a moment he stood there and had to hold a scream 
back. He ignored it and walked up the stairs, to the door next to the bedroom. Fear was fighting against the 
curiosity inside him, but he couldn't sort out his mixed feelings. There had to be a reason why he ought not to 
enter, right? 

Slowly, he opened the door; it made a thin, high screeching noise that echoed in the empty hallway. Heart 
pounding, he walked inside and saw another stairway. It led to the attic, which was dark and dusty enough that 
Joe had to stifle a cough. The moon and the torch gave him some dim light, but not quite enough. As Joe 
walked through the old room, every step he took was slower and less certain. He noticed a shadowy figure 
behind him. He screamed now his heart was pounding and he heard his blood rushing in his ear. "Who's there?" 
Joe asked into the darkness, but there was no response. Taking a deep breath, he finished crossing the room 


with quicker steps, until he reached the door at the other end. 


It opened with another screech, revealing a closet full of marionettes. But something about these ones was odd. 
Their eyes were different and it seemed almost as though they were staring at him. Backing away quickly, he 
bumped into a table, shaking the dust from the script for a play. Picking it up, he blew the rest of the dust 
off to reveal the title: The Curse of the Crooked Man. Joe opened it and read a page. 

"The Crooked Man usually stays in his room alone, waiting for his next stupid prey to fall into his trap. It is a 
joy for him to see his victims struggle, pleading for mercy while he strangles them, acting out his deep hatred 
for the living. He hates to see them take their lives for granted, wasting them shamelessly. After they die, the 
Crooked Man proceeds to cut them open and hollow them out. He rips out their guts, stuffing them with 
cotton and sawdust until they are full. The procedure ends with him drilling holes into their wrists and 


threading strings through them, and with that, his new creations are finished. He - ' 


Abruptly, Joe looked up. He could have sworn he'd heard someone out there. Leaving the script on the table, he 
walked slowly out of the door and almost collided with the shadowy figure he had seen before. Now that it had 
returned, it was directly in front of him, thin, tall and completely dark; only two white eyes and a twisted grin 
could seen 

"Who are you?" Joe asked flatly, but the figure didn't answer. Instead, it began to recite a nursery rhyme. 
"Once there was a crooked man.. And he walked a crooked mile." The figure drew closer. "Then he found a 
crooked sixpence.. And he bought a crooked cat." The figure was behind him. Joe could feel its hot breath on 
his neck. "The cat found a crooked mouse.. And they all lived together in a crooked HOUSE!" 

When the last word was shouted, Joe felt something touch him - a rope around his neck. Soon, he couldn't 
breathe properly. The crooked man was trying to kill him. 

"Argh.. s-stop.." Joe coughed and, with the last of his strength, twisted up to hit the crooked man with the 


torch, stunning him and loosening his grip enough for Joe to pull himself out of it. 


Joe ran, ran as fast as he could to the closest place he could think of, which was Mick's flat. In a panic, he 
knocked on Mick's door, banging until it opened it and Mick stood in the square of yellow light, staring at Joe 
with a mix of anger, confusion and exhaustion before letting him inside. Joe immediately sat down on the couch 
and started to shake. He wraped his arms around his body to stop the goosebumps and said, "Oh, Christ." It 
came out more afraid and scared then he intended to. 

“Strummer, would you explain, what you're doing here in the middle of the night Are you a vampire all of a 
sudden or what?" Mick asked, impatient. 

"l'm sorry.. But you wouldn't believe me anyway...” 

"Well. everything is more realistic than my you're-a-vampire theory, isn't it?" 

"You're right." and, too worn out to keep arguing, Joe started to tell Mick everything. 


After he finished, Mick gave him a smile and said, "I think you've done it, mate. | think you've gone completely 
barking mad. Go home and sleep." 

"Can l.. stay here?" 

"Why?" Mick asked back. "Are you frightened?" 

"No!" 

"Well, then, there's the door." 

"Okay, all right, | am. I'll sleep on the couch!" 

Mick sighed and rolled his eyes. "All right, Joe, just let me get you a blanket, then.” 


Head in the closet as he rummaged for linens, Mick muttered to himself, "Strummer, you're unbelievable," and, 


"Who the hell forces you to break into an old theatre in the middle of the night, anyway?" 


Blanket sorted, Joe fell fast asleep and had a dreamless night. 


Chapter three: sincerely, the crooked man 
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CHAPTER THREE: Sincerely, the Crooked Man 


Joe woke up to see that Mick had already made tea. He sat up on the couch and wondered for a moment why 


he was at Mick's place. 


Seemed like Mick could read minds, because he said, "You probably want to know why you're here. Well you 
showed up on my doorstep last night, banging on about a fellow trying to kill you, so | let you stay here. Have 


some tea." 


"Er... thanks, mate," Joe replied, still confused. He didn't remember much about last night, only the shadowy 
figure he could still picture. Turning his head towards the window, for a split second, Joe thought he saw HM. 


Hands shaking, he grabbed hold of the cup Mick handed him. 

"You all right?" 

"Yeah, Mick, yeah, l'm fine. We should leg it, else we'll be late." 

After Mick had quickly changed his clothes, they made their way to the studio. It was a cold and cloudy 
morning, made even grimmer by the strange feeling in the pit of Joe's stomach and itching at the back of his 
head, as if someone were behind him following every single step. 

Suddenly, Joe heard someone singing the nursery rhyme of the crooked man. He turned around immediately, 
only to find that it was just a street musician busking on the corner. He gave him some money and tried to 


catch up with Mick, who hadn't seemed to notice that anything was wrong. 


When they arrived at the studio, Paul and Topper were already there playing. As soon as Paul saw Joe enter 
the rehearsal room, he walked towards him and said, "Hey, listen, there was a parcel for you on the table. 


Don't worry, | didn't open it.” 


"Right, thanks." Joe took the parcel and opened it to peer inside, but then decided to take it to the toilets for a 
bit more privacy. In one of the stalls, he opened the parcel properly, revealing the head of a puppet. 


"That's the same one | found yesterday on the stairs" he muttered. Underneath the puppet head in the brown 


paper, he also saw a letter. He opened it, heart pounding as he read what the letter said. 
"My dearest friend, 


Thank you for freeing me. | have to continue what | started. You'll be the first, my friend. You and your 


friends would make a few beautiful pieces in my collection, don't you think? 
Sincerely, the Crooked Man" 


Staring at the letter, Joe held his breath. How did this guy know where he was? Joe looked around the room, 
wondering, and then realized - if the Crooked Man had been following him the whole time, then he knew where 
Mick lived. 


As he walked back to the others, they noticed that he was paper-white. 
"Joe, are you okay?" 

"Yeah, Tops, why shouldn't | be?" 

"Dunno, you look kind of.. pale? Yeah, pale” 


Joe shook his head and threw the parcel into the rubbish bin. Trying to shake it off, he began rehearsing, but 
he couldn't concentrate while playing. His hands were still shaking and he couldn't help but stare blankly at the 
bin. 


Evening arrived and the studio grew dark. Everyone headed home, except Joe, who stayed to clean the room up 
a bit. He tossed a few empty beer cans into the bin and caught eye of the puppet head. Could it have moved 
out of the packet? 


"Of course not, you idiot! Why would you think that?" he muttered and started to laugh nervously. It started 
to rain. He stared at the window. Maybe it was just him, but the rain on the window sounded like little wooden 
fingers knocking. Joe looked over his shoulder again, out of the window, just in time to see that figure again, 


giving him a weird, crooked grin. Suddenly, it started to approach the building, 


Joe stared in disbelief "It can't be.. No." The figure was close now; Joe had lost sight of it, but he might be at 
the front door. Even as he thought it, he heard a knocking sound. 


His blood froze in an instant and he glanced at the front door. "Mick? If that's you, then FUCK OFF!" 


Joe approached the front door and peered through the keyhole. The shadowy figure was gore. Shivering, he 
stepped into the rain, and heard a weird noise. Eyes skimming the pavement, he spotted something - a puppet 


arm. 


"What the..?" He looked around, but there was no one else there. The street was completely empty. He 
shrugged. 


"| better go home.. | think that would be the best idea." 


He suddenly noticed another letter glued to the palm of the arm. Peeling it off, he unfolded the paper and read 
it. 


"My dearest friend, 

| invite you to the theatre tonight. Come and join me, as | continue my legacy. 

Sincerely, the Crooked Man" 

Joe smiled. All right, then, he would go. And this time, he would talk to Jack 

He took the next bus, to the theatre, the smile still on his face. 

He guessed it was about, midnight as he arrived at the theatre, knocking cautiously at the door. Jack opened it 
and looked at Joe, very surprised. "What are you doing here at this time of night? You must be.. let me think.. 
Joe, is that right?" 

"You still remember me?" 


‘Of course, how could | not? You brought my suitcase back! Come in, make yourself a home!" 


Jack insisted on making some tea While he puttered about with the kettle, Joe asked, "What's up with this 


‘crooked man?" | feel like he's after me." 

"Oh no.." Jack turned away from the kettle, frowning, and said seriously, "If the curse has struck, you aren't 
safe anymore. I'm not safe anymore." He sat down in the chair opposite Joe's and muttered under his breath, 
"Please don't do this to me, father.. not again." 

Suddenly angry, he turned to Joe and practically shouted, "LEAVE! LEAVE IMMEDIATELY!" 

"What? But." 


| SAID LEAVE!" Joe saw no other option than to leave as quickly as he could To calm himself down, he decided 


to go straight to the nearest pub and swallow down a few pints. 


It was over an hour later that he got himself back to his flat. He opened his front door, fumbling with the key, 


and then his eyes widened immediately as he let out a scream. 


CHAPTER FOUR: Madness awaits you.. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: Madness awaits you.. 


Joe starred horrified at his mattress. The crooked man was standing there. The room was completely dark, 
only lighting up for a few seconds with each flash of lightning, and in those few seconds, Joe could see the 
figure of the man walking toward him. "Hello... friend. Nice to see you.." The words fell heavily from the crooked 


man, a few between each step. "How fortunate that we meet here." 
"Yeah, well that's because | fucking live here, don't |?" 


Joe felt the crooked man behind him, breathing down his neck. He shuddered and tried to focus on something, 
anything, else. "Who are you?" 


"As | said.. l'm a friend.. but | wanted to show you something." the man muttered. 


Joe tried to step away but suddenly, there was a cloth pressed against his face. The smell of chloroform was 
overwhelming, but Joe fought the heavy feeling. His lids began to close, the world around him spinning like mad. 


The insane laugh of the crooked man echoed in his mind, repeating over and over again as the world around 


him turned dark and he fell to the ground, the laugh still echoing. 


While unconscious, Joe had the strangest dream he'd ever experienced. There were flashes of images - a 
woman screaming for help, the crooked man strangling her with a rope. His mind was filled with mad laughter 


and a sudden pain pierced his side as he tried to breath. He saw blood. The woman was being cut open. He 


couldn't move. Where was he? WHERE WAS HE?! 


The crooked man came closer and closer to him, holding the knife in front of him and speaking. Joe couldn't 
hear what he was saying, only see his lips twist and move. The bitter taste of blood and metal filled his mouth. 
Cotton. Why was there cotton? And what was that strange sensation - was he being dragged somewhere? 


The rain dripping on his head woke him up. He tried to stand, but immediately regretted it. One hand travelled 
to his side and felt a wound. He'd been stabbed by someone. He was in the middle of nowhere, scared and 


confused - and then he saw it. Mick's flat. He could get help here... couldn't he? 


Every single step hurt so much that Joe could barely walk. He needed help, though, so he forced himself up 


the stairs, one foot at a time, and knocked on the door. 

No answer. 

He knocked again and prayed that someone was home. Someone must have been listening to his prayers, 
because he thought he sensed a faint voice, too far away to be real. He tried to stand up and crawl towards 
the voice. The hand that was covering his wound, now bloodstained, tried to reach for the door, and, 
miraculously, it opened. The same faint voice yelled something, but Joe was too far gone, and as it shouted too 


distantly to be heard, he faded into unconsciousness again. 


Images of marionettes were flashing in his head. They were dancing to some bizarre music box song. Their 


eyes were unsettling, they looked almost alive. He was tied to a chair, bleeding. 

"Aren't they beautiful? | made them all by myself!" he heard a voice laugh. 

Summoning all his strength, Joe yelled back, "Stop! Please stop! Leave me alone!" 

"Embrace the madness, Joe. It's the most beautiful thing.’ 

"Why are you doing this to me?" 

"You have so much potential,” the black figure said with a grin 

Joe shook his head as hard as he could. What kind of dreams were these? The crooked man stood there and 
laughed as he watched Joe struggle. "Dance, my little puppets, dance!" he exclaimed to the marionettes, then 


turned to Joe. "And soon you and your friends will dance, too!" 


Joe woke up on a mattress. Where was he? Glancing frantically around the blurred room, he spotted Mick. 
"Mick, what's happened?" 


‘lm not sure. | found you at my door, and it looks like someone's stabbed you with a knife or something!” 
"How long have | been out?" 


"Nearly six hours. You were even unconscious when | dragged you to the hospital. Joe, please, tell me what 


happened!" 
"|... tm not sure...” 
He told Mick everything, explaining as best he could through stumbling words and the fog in his brain. There 


was a moment of silence, and then Mick eyed him, confused. "So you were kidnapped and you don't know what 


happened after that?" 


"Yeah, exactly! And you're in danger, too! He knows where you live! He could attack you any minute!" 
Okay... Listen itll be alright. They'll let you out in a few hours" Mick said calmly Before Joe could say anything 
Mick added “Don't worry, I'll stay with you okay?" 


A few hours later, Joe could leave. They didn't find any clues on what happened and even Joe suggested it 
could have been an accident. "You sure you'll be okay?" Mick asked frowning. They were both standing in front 


of the hospital exit. Mick couldn't help but stare at the bandage around his waist. "Yeah, Don't worry about 


me. 
"Should | come with you?" Mick asked. Joe grinned back and shook his head "No. You've done enough for me 


already. You get some rest mate!" 


Mick laughed a bit and although Joe noticed it sounded a bit fake he accepted it. They walked outside, Mick 


gave him a hug and then Joe walked into the opposite direction of where Mick was going. 


Deep in his thoughts, he walked along the warm pavement. Was everything that had happened while he was 


unconscious just a dream? Had any of it actually happened? 

Joe shook his head. Of course it hadn't been a dream - but where could he go now? The police were not an 
option. Not even Mick believed him. "Maybe I'm going mad," he muttered to himself, and grinned at the 
absurdity of it all. 


He made his way over to the studio, needing a long walk to clear his head. When he arrived, he spotted Topper 
inside and walked in. "Hey, Tops.” 


"Oh, hil" Topper saw Joe frowning, “Is something wrong?" 
"Nah, l'm all right” 

"Mick rang. He told me what you said. Joe, | reckon.. you should get some help." 

"Are you telling me I've gone mad?" Joe asked. 

"No, no. | didn't say that! 

"| HAVE NOT GONE MAD!" Joe yelled, grabbing Topper around the throat and tightening his fingers so that the 
smaller man was choking. Topper grabbed Joe's arm and shoved it away, staring at him in shock as he gasped 
for breath, 

"Topper... oh, Christ, Tops, Im so sorry... 


"Joe... it's... l'm leaving, all right?" 


"Yeah, it's probably better that way," Joe mumbled, and sat down, 


As soon Topper left, he buried his face in his hands and began to sob. He was interrupted, though, by a faint 
scratching noise. Looking up, he saw a cassette that had been slid under the door to the rehearsal room. 
Grabbing it with shaky hands, he looked at it. Nothing was particularly unusual about it, so he stuck it into one 
of the tape recorders in the studio and heard, "I will break you, my friend,” repeated over and over again 
Hitting the eject button, Joe grabbed the cassette out of the player and threw it violently against a wall. All he 
wanted was to go back home, but he knew that.. bastard was there. He sat on the chair, shivering with fear, 


and leaned his head back to stare at the ceiling. The bright incandescent light burnt in his eyes, but he couldn't 
stop looking at it. What was the crooked man? 


Finding no answer, he finally stood and walked back home. Something was not right. 


Not looking up from the pavement, he suddenly bumped into someone and, only too late, recognized the person 
as Jack. 


Jack, though, certainly recognized him, and stared at him in horror. "How are you still alive?" 

"L. don't know. Please, tell me who or what this guy is." 

"My father. And.. it wasn't an accident." 

"What do you mean?" Joe asked, but Jack's face grew a shade darker at the question 

| shouldn't tell you this." Then, without another word, he walked off as fast as he could. 

Meanwhile, Topper was walking home. It had already gotten dark and, as he rounded a corner, a strange 
sensation shivered down his spine. He heard a noise behind him, turned, but sighed in relief when he saw that 


no one was there. Suddenly, he heard the noise again. It sounded like a whisper, or did it? 


"Once there was a crooked man.." he heard the whispering chant, and did the first thing that came to his mind 


- he ran. 


"And he walked a crooked mile.."The voice was still following him, so he ran faster, noticing as he did that it 


was starting to get colder. 
"He found a crooked sixpence..." 


Topper stopped running. The voice was gone. He was in an unfamiliar alleyway now, but at least he could catch 


his breath. He was safe - hopefully. 


Then the chanting echoed from the alleyway. "He bought a crooked cat.. which brought a crooked mouse..." and 
the chanting figure was in front of him, hidden in the shadows so that Topper could only see an eerie, twisted 


grin. 


Light glinted off the silver as the crooked figure took out a knife. Topper knew he had no chance, but tried to 


run anyway 
".. And they all lived together in a crooked house!" 


The figure caught Topper and buried its knife in his shoulder. Overwhelmed by the sudden pain and shock, 


Topper lost consciousness. 


Chapter 5: Weak and Fragile 
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Chapter 5: Weak and Fragile 


The next day, The Clash were having a recording session - or at least, they had planned on having one, but 


Topper seemed to have vanished. No one had any idea where he was. 
"Where's Tops?" Paul asked, confused, but no one had an answer. 
"Maybe, he's sick and forgot to tell us," Mick wondered aloud. 


It seemed unlikely, but as they could find no other excuse, they decided that Mick's idea was as likely as any 


other. Joe suggested "I could go and check up on him!" 
"Why you?" Paul asked. 


Joe couldn't explain why he wanted to go. Maybe he was worried about the crooked man. 


‘Call me paranoid, but | think he might've gotten hurt," Joe muttered softly, almost inaudibly. 
"What'd you say?" Mick asked, but Joe just shook his head in response. 
"Nothing - at least, nothing that matters." He put his jacket on. 


"Are you going to be okay?" Paul asked, worried. Mick told him what had happened to Joe and, ever since, he'd 


been keeping a worried eye on his bandmate. 

"Yeah, sure," Joe shrugged. 

"Be careful," Mick said trying not to sound as anxious as Paul had, as anxious as they both felt. 
"Should | come with you?" Paul asked all of a sudden. 


Joe sighed in annoyance; he didn't need a fucking babysitter now, did he? "Look, I'll be all right. I'll look out for 
myself. Stop fussin’ about me, for Christ's sake, you're just making me feel bad..." 


Paul and Mick nodded and Joe left, door swinging shut behind him with a resolute bang. It was a sunny day 
outside, but a chill breeze still found its way down the collar of his jacket and up the sleeves, working its way 
around him. 


Breeze aside, the weather lately had been pretty good, and the thought of that calmed Joe a bit as he made 
his way to Topper's flat. It wasn't long before he was standing at Topper's door, knocking, but receiving no 


response. 


"0i, Tops you all right in there?" Joe called through the door, starting to feel nervous. Maybe it was just his 
paranoia speaking, but ever since he'd left the studio, he'd had the strangest feeling that something was wrong. 
Or, he thought, shaking his head to clear it, maybe Topper was just sleeping and he was worrying for no 


reason at alll. 


He couldn't help but check, though, so he reached out and turned the doorknob, only to realize that the door 
was unlocked. "That's odd," Joe muttered to himself; into the empty front room of his friend's flat, he called 


aloud, "Tops? I'm comin’ in now, okay?" 
P y 


The flat had only two rooms, the second being a bathroom with a shower and a tub; from the doorway, Joe 
heard the sound of water dripping. "Might be takin’ a bath.." Joe muttered. He knocked on the bathroom door. 


No response. He knocked again, hoping against hope for an answer, but still there was no response. 
"Nicky... are you here?" 


Full of equal parts impatience and dread, Joe forced open the door and found himself barely managing to hold 


back a scream. 


The picture before him was one of pure horror. Topper was hanging from the ceiling above the bathtub, 
strung up like a marionette. His wrists had holes in them as if someone had drilled through them to thread in 
the strings. His arms and face were covered in small cuts that didn’t look like they would scar, but still looked 
unbearably painful. Topper's face was a mask of anguish and fear. 


"Oh, Christ..." Joe choked out 


The water in the tub below where Topper was hanging was tinged pink with the slowly-dripping blood. A 
message was written on the wall around Topper, also in blood: So weak, so fragile. 


The words echoed in Joe's mind, sounding like a taunting chant as he heard them over and over. Tripping over 
his own feet in his haste, he cut the strings holding Topper and laid him down on the tiny mattress in his 


front room. 


He was still breathing, still moving feebly, but Joe could tell he wouldn't have lasted much longer. After he 
made sure Topper would be okay, he rushed to the phone and rang first an ambulance and then the police 


"Tops, oh, fucking hell, Tops.. Nicky.. what did they do to you?" Joe asked, stroking Topper's shoulder with tears 


in his eyes. 
"Joe?" he heard Topper ask faintly. 


"s all right," Joe reassured hin, "he isn't here, he won't hurt you..” 

"Help me.." 

‘Its okay now, I'm here... I'm here, Nicky, don't worry." Joe said, over and over. 

Topper clung to him with all the strength in his damaged hands and started to sob. He was trying as hard as 
he could to stay silent, but Joe could still feel him shake. When the ambulance crew arrived, they tried to lift 
Topper onto a stretcher, but couldn't, because of his grip on Joe. 

"Sir, please ask your friend to let go of you," one of the paramedics said. 

Joe nodded and whispered into Topper's ear, "Nicky, look here, I'll be with you soon, all right? Mick and Paul, 
they'll be there, too, you hear me?" 

Topper nodded as the paramedics laid him on a stretcher and got him into the back of the ambulance. The 
police arrived as Joe was watching the vehicle's taillights disappear and, after asking Joe some questions, they 
suggested to him that he leave so they could investigate the scene of the crime. 

Having nothing else to do, he went to the nearest telephone booth and rang the studio. 

"Mick" 

"Hi, Joe, what's up with Tops" Mick asked. 

Joe swallowed. He was barely able to cope with what he'd just seen himself, how could he tell Mick? In the end, 
he spoke as simply as he could, noticing the way his voice went shaky at some parts. He spared Mick what few 
details he could, but had to give him the broad strokes of the story if only because he would eventually hear 


it, whether from the police or from Topper himself. 


On the other end of the line, all Joe could hear was irregular breathing and, once, a strangled sob. "Will he... will 


Nicky be all right?" 

"I don't know Mick.. he's been treated pretty badly... 

"Who would do something like that?" In Mick's voice, Joe could hear him struggling to keep the tears back. 
‘| dunno." 

"Sh-should | tell Paul?" 


"Yeah.." Joe answered. There was no sense in trying to keep this from him, especially after he'd promised 


Topper Paul would be there when he woke up. He dropped a few more coins into the pay phone and, soon 
enough, he heard Mick return. 


"How'd he take it?" 


"He. he started to go on a rampage, yelling, smashing things up," Mick said, and then, in an only-mostly-failed 
attempt at cheerfulness, "You know how he is." Joe nodded and then, without anything left to say, hung the 


handset back in its cradle. 


He didn't know whether or not he ought to go home; no one had told him how long Topper might be at the 
hospital before they were allowed to see him. Better too early than late, he decided, and headed straight for 
the hospital, where the friendly receptionist, more than likely terrified at the look on his face, gave him 
directions to Topper‘s room. 


"Nicky... you in there?" he asked. 
Topper was lying in a bed far too large for him, staring blankly at the ceiling, 
"Tell him to stop.." Topper muttered desperately. 


"What's that, then?" 


"He won't stop.." Topper muttered. "He wanted me as marionette. Alive. He drilled holes into me, while | was 


awake..." 


Joe looked at Topper, said, "Nicky, I'm here now", and went to reach for his hand, but Topper let out an unholy 
scream - "DON'T TOUCH ME!" 


"Nicky its mel" 


"PLEASE, NO MORE! PLEASE! PLEASE, IT HURTS!" Topper began to cry and to cry, and a doctor and two nurses 


ran in. One of the nurse said "Sir, please leave; the patient is confused and you seem to be agitating him." 


| can't leave him now..." Joe said, but when he heard Topper scream again, he thought better of it. He'd made 
it almost all of the way out of the room before he heard Topper say, "J-Joe.. | thought you'd be here for 


me... 
"Nicky!" 
"Sir, leave now!" the second nurse said. 


Joe stepped out and closed the door behind him as fast as he could. The last thing he heard from Topper's 


room was, "Amanda, quick, the sedatives!" 


A little message 


Author's Notes: 
Well, it's been a while. literally. How long has it been? Like.. 2 years? oh well. I'm sorta back? What can | say? i 
wanted to just... | just couldn't, y'know? 


Well, see you all again in two or three years, for chapter seven :*D 


Topper lay in the hospital bed, starring at the ceiling. He felt numbed out, his eyes were a bit empty, since he 
had to be sedated. Joe left a few hours ago and it was midnight. He sighed and tried to close his eyes, but 
every time he did, he saw the person who did this to him. Who had hurt him. 


He couldn't sleep. 
Suddenly he heard steps. 


"What was that?" He muttered to himself and stood up. He slowly walked towards the door to take a look at 


who ever was wandering around at this time. 
Then he saw it. A figure.. 


Topper went back to his bed and hid under his blanket, in hope it wouldn't see him. The door suddenly opened 
and the figure entered the room. 

Topper breathed a bit slower, hoping he won't be heard. The steps were coming closer to him. It was now 
standing right next to Topper's bed "No... please no more.." he whimpered. It sounded pathetic and weak, but 


sadly.. hoping he would be left alone was his only mean of defense. 

The figure lifted the blanket and looked at him. It was trying to say something, but Topper saw only the mouth 
move. "LEAVE ME ALONE!" He screamed and got out of the bed again. He felt cornered as he cowered on the 
floor, sobbing. "Please calm down sir.." said someone to him. "Huh?" Topper looked up and saw a nurse kneeling 
next to him. 

"What... happened?" 

It was your imagination" She answered. 


"But | swear there was someone out there! I-It was... after mel" 


‘Im afraid; | saw no one on my evening Check up. You're absolutely safe here." She smiled softly at him and 


helped him get up. 


"But. 


"Please go back to sleep, okay? Everything will be alright" The nurse said with a calming smile and Topper went 
to bed again. He finally fell asleep after a while, since the exhaustion got the better of him. 


Topper woke up again. 
Another nightmare. 


His heart was pounding and he was sweating. It was now one in the morning or so. He heard those echoing 
steps again This time he thought it was just the nurse and he sighed in relief. He wanted to ask her for some 
sleeping pills and went out of the room. But this time he didn't saw her.. Not even another doctor... 


"You.. Nice to see you again" the figure turned around and grinned. 


Topper almost screamed in complete fear. The Crooked man stood there with a bloody scalpel and blood 


covered clothing. "Oh... well, look who it is." 


"What do you want from me?" Topper asked nervously, trying to step away. He couldn't move though, he was 
paralyzed by the amount of fear circulating through his body... 


"Nothing... | just want to play with you a little. | hope you're cooperative, this lady here wasn't." he stepped to 
the side and revealed the corpse of the nurse. He outfit was soaked in blood, coming out of a deep wound in 
her chest, stomach and neck. Her mouth was open as if she was trying to scream for help, but The Crooked 
man was quicker and had killed her in cold blood. 


"So Nicky.. Do you want to play something..2" He grinned and Topper could see a row of crooked teeth flashing 
in the dim moonlight "How about... Hide and Seek?" 


"No... 


"Yes you do.. Of course you do. Or we could get to the point, my friend." The Crooked man chuckled, making a 
shiver run down Topper spine, as the scalpel was pointed at his neck. He tensed up and finally managed to walk 


backwards. "Stay away from me..” 


"Hehehe... No.. No.. Why stop? It's about to get fun!" 

Topper walked until he came to one of the doctor's office. He swiftly opened the door and stepped inside. 
Looking for a phone, he searched the desk panicky and found one. But The Crooked man stepped behind him, 
holding the blood red scalpel to his neck whispering, with a cold, raspy voice 


"Who're you calling Nicholas?" 


"How do you know my name?" 

| remember, | asked you how you were called when | drilled holes into your wrist. It took me some more 
probing until you told me.." He explained as if it was a mundane thing "Well listen here.. | want you to call your 
good old friend Joe and send him a message from me... If you don't do what | say there will be some.. rather 
unfortunate consequences.." He grinned in an almost gentle manner, as he grabbed Topper's left arm and pinned 
it right behind his back. Topper grinded his teeth, so that he wouldn't cry out. 


"Would you please dial your friend now, Nicholas?" 


"Fuck you." Topper growled, but as soon as he did, The Crooked man grabbed the scalpel and stabbed it into his 
side. 


"Do | have to repeat myself? You should know by now, | hate repeating myself" The Crooked Man asked with 
an eerily calm voice. Topper shook, almost crying, as he dialed Joe's number with his free hand. The Crooked 
Man lifted the phone speaker. 

"Hello?" Joe answered sleepy. 

"Hello my friend. Its me." The Crooked man answered 

"What?" Joe sounded shocked. 

"Yes, but I'm not alone here.. say hello Nicholas" 

"H-hello" Topper whispered into the phone. 

"Oh god.. Nicky.. Did he hurt you?" 

"Joe, please help me..." 

"Quiet now, Nicholas." He let go of Topper's arm and said through the phone: "But that's not all. Nicholas has a 
little message for you.." He pressed the phone speaker against Topper's ear and with his other free hand the 
scalpel against his neck and whispered something into Toppers ear... 


"Once there was a crooked man..." 


"No please don't make me do this." Topper begged, but his tormentor hardened his grip on the scalpel, pointing 
its tip right at the pulse. 


"Say it Nicholas... Once there was a crooked man..." 


"0-once there was a crooked m-man..” He broke down in tears again 
"Nicky! | will come and help you!" Joe shouted through the phone. 


The Crooked man grabbed the phone and said "You will stay there, or your friend Nicholas will suffer even 
more. | don't take kindly to being interrupted, you know?" 


Joe felt silent again. The Crooked man pressed the phone against Topper's ear and whispered impatient "and he 


walked a crooked mile..." 

Topper cried again and sobbed, whispering silently ‘no' in protest. 

"Say it!" The crooked man hissed, bringing the scalpel closer to Toppers neck. He could almost feel the cold 
steel piercing through his skin. 

"And h-he walked a crooked miile..” 

"Good boy.." The Crooked man grinned "then he found a crooked six pence..." 
"Then he found a crooked Six pence." 

"And he bought a crooked cat..." 

"Make him stop Joe.." Topper whimpered "P-Please make him s-stop..” 

"Nicky." Joe sounded so helpless. 

"Quiet! Both of you! | told you, | hate being interrupted!" 

"Leave Nicky alone, you sick bastard!" Joe shouted, the anger clear in his voice. 


"When he finishes his poem, | promise I'm done haunting him.. Now Nicholas, would you continue please?" 


"Please... Stop" Nicky pleaded. The Crooked man lost his patience as he cut into Topper's upper arm. 
"| said continue.” He said, this time with a bit of anger in his monotone voice. 


"And... h-he bought a crooked cat.. Oh Christ..." 
Topper almost went on his knees, all he wanted was to curl up and wish for it all to be over. 


Joe could be heard, holding back his sobs "Nicky... You don't have to do this... 


"He has to Joe. You both are my marionettes, so | can play with you as much as | please. Now Nicholas, say 


the last two verses. Without a mistake please. One mistake.. One stutter, will lead to your end But other than 


that, there is no pressure." The Crooked Man muttered with a sadistic tone. 
Topper forced himself to take a deep breath. 
"So Nicholas, the last two verses: The Crooked cat caught a crooked mouse and they all lived together in a 


crooked house" 


Topper broke down. He couldn't take it anymore. "Please, stop..” 


"Oh, Nicholas." The Crooked Man laughed "Foolish little Nicholas. If you would have just.. listened to me. Maybe | 
wouldn't have to do this to you..." 


"What're you going to do to him?" Joe asked, breathlessly "Please, just let him go.. he has nothing to do with 
this." 


"IFs all because of you Joe.. He's just another little Marionette in my play. And you're the main character... 


And every main character needs to have a tragic backstory. Wouldn't it be boring, otherwise?" 
Topper starred at the scalpel, that shone silver in the moonlight. The Crooked man pressed a hand against his 
mouth and stabbed the scalpel forcefully into his stomach. Topper flinched under The Crooked man's grip and 


got stabbed again this time in the side, with even more force, then one more time in the chest. 


Topper couldn't scream properly, he sounded muffled and desperate. The Crooked man grabbed the phone and 
put it next to Topper "Nicky? Whats going on?" 


"Joe. help me please.." Topper was gurgling, being reduced to a sobbing mess. 
"Nicholas.. Why don't you repeat the whole thing?" The Crooked Man asked, once again, eerily calm. 


"Once there was a crooked man" Topper blinked a few times, his vision was blurred and the whole room, looked 


like it was spinning. 

"And he walked a crooked mile" He wished it was only a dream. 

"Then he found a crooked six pence" He wanted to throw up. He felt so sick. 

"And he bought a crooked cat" He could hear the Crooked man laughing and Joe crying. 

"The crooked cat caught a crooked mouse" He had no idea if the blood loss would kill him. 

"And they all lived together in a crooked house" He looked at The Crooked man, who was clapping and grinning. 


"Well done Nicholas." He took the phone "You see Joe? If you happen to own a puppet whose strings are knotted 
together, it'll take care to separate them. If you happen to own one who is simply disobedient.. Well you'll have 


to break it, if you want it to listen to you." 

Those words send chills down Topper's spine. He wanted to stand up, but he was too scared and his 
bloodstained T-Shirt seemed strange to him, it made him feel distant and removed from the reality he was in. 
The Crooked man handed Topper the phone and left. 

"J-Joe?" 


"Nicky. Nicky I'm sorry, I'm so sorry...” 


Its not your fault" Topper muttered. His torso hurt and he prayed that The Crooked man didn't hit something 


important. 
There was a long silence then Topper muttered "I'm scared." 
"I know Nicky..." 


"Will | be okay?" 


"Yes... | promise you, you will be okay." 


"Thank you.." Topper said weak and smiled. He lay on the cold floor and starred at the ceiling. He closed his eyes 
and wished for it to be over soon. 


"Nicky... Please don't fall asleep." Joe's voice came from the speaker. 

"Nicky... please.." he sounded like he was fighting back tears. 

"Nicky..? Answer me please." Joe was quiet for a while.. No.. He couldn't be... "NICKY! NICKY! ANSWER ME!" 
Joe was weeping. 


"TOPPER ANSWER ME!" 


